
ETHICS ADVISORY 98-10 - Providing Speakers at Private Organization Events

Private Organizations (POs) like AUSA, AAAA, AFCEA, IEEE, NDIA, etc.
often request AMC employees to speak at their seminars, symposia and similar events.
We might be asked to give a speech, participate as a member of a panel, or even to bring
our own panel members.  Our participation might be the primary presentation (e.g.,
luncheon speaker) or one of many presenters during a two or three-day conference.  Can
we use taxpayer dollars (official time and resources) to provide this support to the PO?

Perhaps.

The DoD Joint Ethics Regulation (JER) deals specifically with this issue and sets
out the criteria for such support to a PO event.   All the following must be present:

Must be no interference with performance of official duties or readiness.
Community relations or other Army interests must be served.
It must be appropriate to associate the Army with the event.
Event must be of interest and benefit to local civilian or military
community as a whole.
We must be willing to provide same support for similar events.
The requested support must not be restricted by law or regulation (e.g.,
improper release of procurement information).
The PO must not charge an admission fee beyond recouping reasonable
costs for sponsoring the event (i.e. we do not provide taxpayer support to
an PO money-maker event).

In short, giving the presentation must be something that we really want to do
because it serves the Army's interests, and what we get out of it justifies our expenditure
of resources, i.e., we get "bang for the buck!"

There are a number of reasons that do not justify providing speakers for a PO
event, such as:

The PO was counting on us.
We did it last year.
This is the PO's primary defining annual event and we need to support it.
If we don't do this, no one will show up.
This is a great Association and we need to show our support!
Well, the PO asked, so I thought that I had to.

If you are asked to be a presenter at a PO event, you and the head of your
organization must decide that it is in AMC's interests for you to make this presentation
and participate in this event, and that the expenditure of AMC resources required for this



participation is worth it.  You need to ask some questions about the PO and the event of
the person inviting you, such as:  what is the nature of the organization, what is the
purpose of the event, who are the other presenters, who are the attendees, and how much
are they being charged to attend the event?  These will help you determine such things as:

Whether this is an appropriate and effective forum for an official
presentation.

Whether it is appropriate to associate ourselves with the event.  For
example, if the PO excludes women from participating, it is probably not
appropriate to associate AMC and the Army with the event.  Or, if the
purpose of the event is to provide for-profit training, it is probably not
appropriate to associate ourselves with this commercial venture.

Whether the fees charged are to cover the reasonable costs of the event or
to make money.  If you are to be a luncheon speaker for which the PO is
charging $20 to attend in a Washington, DC hotel, the PO is probably just
trying to break even.  If the PO is charging $50 to attend a one-day
conference in a Washington, DC hotel, the PO is probably is not making
money off of the event.  If, however, the PO is charging $100 to attend the
luncheon or $1,000 for a two day conference in a Washington, DC hotel,
you probably need to ask some more questions, such as:  why so much?
is the PO trying to finance its operations for the next six months?  who are
the other presenters? (if 95% of the presenters are DoD employees
presenting in their official capacities (at no cost to the PO), why are the
attendance fees so high?)

Money, resources, fees, and expenditures should be a major consideration in your
decision-making process.  Nothing seems to rankle people more, in and outside the
Government, including Congressional subcommittees, than to see scarce taxpayer
resources used to support private enterprises, which should be self-sustaining.  Think
about how it looks for a PO to sponsor an event, charge high fees for people to
attend, but have most of its product (speakers, information, ideas) provided at no cost
(actually, at the cost of the taxpayer) to the PO.  It is even worse when taxpayer
funds are used to pay the high fees for Federal employees to attend the same event!

Let's assume that you and your boss decide that your participation as a presenter
is important to AMC and the Army, the benefit that we receive is commensurate to
the resources that we will expend ("bang for the buck"), and all the criteria are met.
The PO now tells you that there will be no charge for you to attend the event, to
receive a copy of the conference materials, and for the conference luncheon.  Are these
gifts to you?  to the Army?  Can you accept them?



In its rules on gifts from outside sources, the Office of Government Ethics
determined that this free attendance on the day of presentation is permissible when
provided by the sponsor of the event.  Your participation in the various aspects  of
the event on the day of presentation is considered a necessary part of the speaking
engagement and is not considered a gift to you or the agency.  This includes meals or
other refreshments that are furnished to all attendees as part of the event.  It does not
include a meal for a select few away from the event.

If you are asked to be a presenter at an event, and you think it might be a good
idea, find out all that you can about the event (sponsor, purpose of event, attendees,
number attending, fees, other presenters, etc.), and discuss it with Alex Bailey or me.
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